Summary: This essay notes the extent to which poststructuralism/postmodernism have generally espoused hostility to historical materialism, surveys some representative examples of historical writing that have gravitated toward the new critical theory in opposition to Marxism, and closes with a discussion of the ironic evolution of a poststructurally inclined, anti-Marxist historiography. Counter to the prevailing ideological consensus that Marxism has been brought to its interpretive knees by a series of analytic challenges and the political collapse of the world's ostensibly "socialist" states, this essay argues that historical materialism has lost neither its power to interpret the past nor its relevance to the contemporary intellectual terrain.
It is now a decade-and-one-half since Edward Thompson penned The Poverty of Theory: or an Orrery of Errors, and ten times as many years have passed since the publication of Marx's The Poverty of Philosophy.
1
Whatever one may think about the advances in knowledge associated with historical materialism and Marxism, particularly in terms of the practice of historical writing, there is no denying that this sesquicentennial has been a problematic period in the making of communist society; the last fifteen years, moreover, are associated with the bleak end of socialism and the passing of Marxism as an intellectual force.
Indeed, it is a curious conjuncture of our times that the muchproclaimed end of Marxism is somehow related to the end of history as we know it. Who would have thought that history, both as an unfolding process and a set of interpretive writings, would come to an end when Marxism as a ruling ideology in what has passed for "socialist" political economies crumbled and lost its appeal to many academics? No Marxist ever accorded his or her world view the apparent force or influence -in theory or practice -that this current coupled understanding of the early 1990s end of Marxism/history suggests.
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For those who revel in the discursive identities and endlessly fluctuating subjectivities of poststructuralism as theory and postmodernism as condition, the instabilities of the current moment -analytical and political -are absolute advantages, realities in an age that refuses acknowledgement of "the real", substance to be celebrated and championed in times when resistance has been thankfully replaced by play and pun. To be a Marxist in these times is obviously neither easy nor pleasant, but it does offer certain securities. Among the most significant, perhaps, is the insight that what we are witnessing now, however seemingly novel and debilitating, has parallels and, perhaps, direct precedent in past struggles over questions of theory and interpretation, battles that were seldom divorced from that touchstone of the human condition, history.
3 "With man we enter history", proclaimed Engels. 4 And yet if we are to appreciate current intellectual trends, it is apparent that history is precisely what is not being "entered". This essay takes as its central concern the extent to which a rather uncritical adoption of what has come to be known as critical theory has resulted in the wholesale jettisoning of historical materialist assumptions and understandings, to the detriment of historical sensitivities and the denigration of the actual experience of historically situated men, women, and children. To make this claim is not to suggest that there can be no engagement with this critical theory and that it has nothing to tell us. Rather, this ground of refusal can be claimed for Marxism and historical materialism precisely because the value of critical theory can be assimilated, enriching historical investigation and interpretation, but only if the cavalierly unthinking and patently ideological anti-Marxism so pervasive among former leftists in the 1990s is identified and rejected for what it is: the opportunism and apostasy of a particular political climate. 3 This essay proceeds in particular directions. First, it notes briefly the extent to which poststructuralism and postmodernism have generally we may be witnessing is not just the end of the Cold War, or the passing of a particular period of postwar history, but the end of history as such", this position has gained much credence. For a journalistic statement see Richard Bernstein, "Judging 'Post-History', the End to All Theories", New York Times, 27 August 1989. Responses from the Marxist left include the essays in Ralph Miliband, Leo Pantich, and John Saville, ed M The Retreat of the Intellectuals: Socialist Register 1990 (London: Merlin 1990 . 3 Note, for instance, the argument in Ellen Mciksins Wood, The Retreat from Class: A New " True" Socialism (London: Verso, 1986 ). * Frederick Engels, "Introduction to Dialectics of Nature", in Marx and Engels, Selected Works (Moscow: Progress, 1968), p. 353. 5 Again, this has historical parallels. Sec E. P. Thompson espoused a particular hostility to historical materialism 6 and, in identifying this hostility, it provides indications of what the theoretical literature in these areas espouses and contributes to a potentially analytic historiography. In this brief definitional and descriptive preface there will be occasion to comment on the nature of the relationship of poststructuralism/postmodernism and Marxism, especially the validity and quality of much of critical theory's dismissal of historical materialism. Second, contemporary developments in historiography related to the critical theory of the 1980s and 1990s will be addressed, and a critique of arguments dismissive of historical materialism elaborated. An attempt will be made to explore the contemporary relevancy of Marxist historical analysis and its capacity actually to ground the often important insights of critical theory in materially embedded social relations and experiences of struggle and subordination, power and resistance, accumulation and accommodation. Third, and finally, the essay closes with an explanation of the ironies and potency of an anti-Marxist critical theory in the context of the 1990s.
IDEOLOGY AND EPOCH
Ideology, as Terry Eagleton has recently reminded us, is a complex term with an even more complicated historical evolution. 7 It is also rather suspect in most intellectual circles at the moment, a process of denigration that Eagleton notes is not unrelated to the current fashion of poststructuralist thought and the contemporary assumptions and trends of postmodernity as a peculiarly distinct fin-de-siecle. It is nevertheless useful, both in terms of situating poststructuralism and postmodernism as particular meanings in the present of the 1990s and in locating them historically, to adopt a conception of ideology drawn from those who both founded historical materialism and inaugurated modern understanding of ideology as a central category in the linked projects of interpreting and changing the world.
At the risk of sliding over many qualifications and eliding not a few problematic writings, Marx and Engels nevertheless developed an appreciation of ideology as a material constraint on the possibility of revolution. As in much of the elaboration of the concepts of historical materialism, their method was polemical, a striking out at what was inadequate and ideological in the philosophical conventions of their time. Against the idealized advances of Enlightenment thought (which marked a turning 136 Bryan D. Palmer point away from blind obedience to superstition, illusion, and divine authority), Marx and Engels propounded a radicalized extension of Enlightenment reason, insisting not on the liberatory potential of dehistoricized ideas and abstractions, but rather on the powerful determination of profane social activity. In The German Ideology Marx and Engels assailed as ideological the idealism that refused acknowledgement of the primacy of actual humanity, the determining power of social relations over the consciousness of those relations.
8 For Marx and Engels, then, ideology was originally and fundamentally the construction of false consciousness, the obscuring of the primacy of social practice, and the reification of ideas and categories as ruling forces in history. Much muddled in later years, as the term came to be associated with varied meanings associated with different movements and personalities of revolutionary opposition, ideology's tangled history as a concept parallels the history of Marxism: relatively coherent throughout the years of the Second International, it fragments in the aftermath of World War I.
9
It is the fundamental premise of this essay that poststructuralism is the ideology of a particular historical epoch now associated with postmodernity. Alex Callinicos has recently argued, with considerable conviction and force, that postmodernity does not exist as some sharp and fundamental break from "the modern", a scepticism also at the core of Marshall Berman's exploration of the experience of modernity.
10 They may be right, although for the purposes of this essay the matter is somewhat beside the point. It is perfectly plausible to accept that the late twentieth century has witnessed a series of shifts in the cultural arena, even perhaps in the realm of political economy, without, of course, seeing this as a fundamental transformation of the mode of production. Many sites of "representation" and related fields of "design", by which the spatial and cultural aspects of our lives are ordered through the reconstruction of modernism's locale, the urban landscape, can be scrutinized in ways that suggest recent change in literary genres, art and architecture, cinema, and the technology of cultural diffusion, the case of video being undoubtedly the most dramatic. I see no necessity to deny that all of this means something culturally and is related to material structural transformation, most markedly the rise and fall of what some social theorists designate a Fordist regime of capitalist accumulation." Contra Callinicos (who does strike some telling blows) are What a Marxist reading of postmodernism rejects, then, is not the condition of contemporary cultural life, which, admittedly, is open to many contending historical materialist readings, one of which might well lay stress on the cultural movement into postmodernity. Rather, Marxism rejects the ideological project of rationalizing and legitimating this postmodern order as something above and beyond the social relations of a capitalist political economy. In the words of the American advocate of post structural ism, Mark Poster, this notion of postmodernism is not unrelated to the dismissal of Marxism:
In the first half of the twentieth century marxist theory suffered three setbacks: (1) the establishment of bureaucratic socialism in Eastern Europe; (2) the rise of fascism in Central Europe; and (3) the birth of the "culture industry" in Western Europe and the United States. These massive phenomena reshuffled the dialectical deck of cards. No longer could it be said that the working class is the standardbearer of freedom, the living negation of domination, the progressive side in the contemporary class struggles that would surely end in a Utopian community.
For poststructuralists such as Poster these "truths" (which, it must be pointed out, are eminently explainable through Marxist theory and have not shaken Marxism as a project of understanding) are only reinforced by even more recent events and developments, among them the decolonization and feminist movements and the rise of an ostensible information order.
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The making of poststructuralism as an ideological reaction to the failures of what was once a Stalinized, actually existing, socialism is thus fairly clear. As the working class is arbitrarily and conceptually displaced as the agent of social transformation, a seemingly unassailable dismissal following logically from the degeneration of the first workers* state, Marxism is overtaken by both its own political failures and the arrival of new social forces (the feminist and decolonization movements, to which could be added other sectors: peace, ecology, aboriginal, and "national" rights) and social formations, none of which are actually situated in anything approximating an elementary relationship to actually existing capitalism. In the process any sense of objective "reality" and its social relations is lost in the swirl of subjectivity that forces a retreat from class and an embrace of almost any and all other "identities", which are understood as expansive, discursive, and positively plural. It is the contention of this essay that poststructuralism is thus a project of mystification and obfuscation particularly attuned to the often submerged, occasionally explicit, politics of the moment; poststructuralism as theory is to postmodernity as epoch what idealism as philosophy was to the Enlightenment. This does not mean that it contains no insights or potential, only that left to its own ultimatist trajectory it will inevitably collapse into ideology.
What is poststructuralism? What is this new critical theory? This is a large question, the answering of which demands an understanding of much of the intellectual history of the last century.
15 But, bluntly put, poststructuralism emerged out of the theoretical implosions associated with Parisian intellectual life in the 1960s, most particularly 1968. By that date a French theoretical turn had concentrated the social anthropology of Claude Le*viStrauss, Lacanian psychoanalysis, and a textually focussed Althusserian Marxism in a paradigm known as structuralism. What united these components of the French theoretical turn was a deep commitment to a scientific explication of the structural systems of human existence. In the cases of Levi-Strauss and Lacan, interpretation of these structural systems was explicitly scaffolded on insistence that language was the foundation of all human activity, which was therefore understandable only in terms of the laws of linguistics as propounded by Saussure. From kinship systems to the unconscious, structuralism proclaimed a linguistic apprehension of reality. "All the anthropologist can do is say to his colleagues in other branches of study that the real question is the question of language", claimed 18 In the Althusserian reading of ideology "the only interests at work in the development of knowledge are interests internal to knowledge".
19
With the Parisian events of 1968 a curtain descended on the analytic stage of structuralism. Its players experienced a certain banishment. With them went various projects -the LeSri-Straussian imposition of classifications and order, the Lacanian stress on the historicized subject, the Althusserian insistence on ideology's rootedness in class interestsalthough the swept stage, now occupied by poststructuralism, remained littered with the residue of structuralism, most particularly language as the site of meaning, power, and resistance. Poststructuralism was thus born of structuralism's demise. It carried a part of structuralism's legacy, most acutely in terms of the stress on language, but it refused many of structuralism's assumptions and purposes. In the writings of Michel Foucault, Jacques Derrida, Jean Baudrillard, Gilles Deleuze, and Jean-Francois Lyotard a re-evaluation of language and its meanings culminated in an intense interrogation of "the real", a relentless exposure of the ways in which knowledge/reason masked domination, and a blunt rejection of any and all projects -emancipatory or otherwise -that sought to impose or locate centres of power or resistance. To the structuralist interpretive order was orchestrated, a conscious construction of the human mind. For the poststructuralist, however, such order/orchestration was to be deconstructed. In the words of Derrida, drawing upon Montaigne, the poststructuralist project was "to interpret interpretations more than things", a constant unravelling of language that easily slipped into a positioning that "everything became [or was] language". History, for Derrida, has always been conceived as but "a detour between two presences".
20
Poststructuralist thought is extremely difficult to pin down and define with clarity precisely because it celebrates discursiveness, difference, and destabilizations: it develops, not as a unified theory, but as constantly moving sets of concentric circles, connected at points of congruence, but capable of claiming new and uncharted interpretive territory at any moment. Like the architectural innovations of the postmodern age, poststructuralist theory is defiant of boundaries, resists notions of the analytic equivalent of a spatial centre in the celebration of discursiveness and proliferating subjectivities, and elevates the untidy to a virtue in a principled refusal of causality. Poststructuralism thus rationalizes, legitimizes, and indeed sanctifies the postmodern condition. Its role as ideology secures the present; in the process it severs this present from the past and limits the possibilities of its future.
In its beginnings, one of poststructuralism's attractions was undoubtedly what Callinicos has referred to as its "openness to the contingencies, the uncertainties, the instabilities of history". 21 But ideologies, always dependent on their capacity to illuminate a part of experience at the same time as they mystify it, have a tendency to overreach themselves in moments of extremist overconfidence. Postmodernity, an age of excess if there ever was one, pushes ideology masquerading as theory in precisely this direction.
This point has recently been made with great force in Robert Young's insistence that history has never been anything but problematic inasmuch as it has always been an outcome of imperialistic plunder and the subordination of specific peoples of colour. Drawn to the "postcolonialist" wing of critical theory, Young regards "History" as but one expression of the Eurocentric premises of Western knowledge, a flattened exercise in shoring up "the concept, the authority, and assumed primacy of, the category of 'the West'". He finds great solace in poststructuralism's questioning of history -which, abstractly, poses no problem for historical materialism, engaged as it is in the same project -and, more to the point, in postmodernism's achievements in precipitating us into a period of dissolution:
Contrary, then, to some of its more overreaching definitions, postmodernism itself could be said to mark not just the cultural effects of a new stage of "late" capitalism, but the sense of the loss of European history and culture as History and Culture, the loss of their unquestioned place at the centre of the world. We could say that if . . . the centrality of "Man" dissolved at the end of the eighteenth century as the "Classical Order" gave way to "History", today at the end of the twentieth century, as "History" gives way to the "Postmodern", we arc witnessing the dissolution of the "West".
22
The problem with this passage, and the book of which it is a part, is not that it alerts us to the need to scrutinize the making of history in ways sensitive to colonialism and its immense human costs. Rather, the difficulty with Young's deconstruction of "history" is its partial, amazingly selfselecting account of what constitutes the text of a highly differentiated historical practice: Toynbee, Trotsky, and E. P. Thompson are at least alluded to once or twice (although, amazingly, Victor Kiernan merits nary a nod), but only in passing, and in ways that homogenize historiographies designated "white"; C. L. R. James, Walter Rodney, and Jean Chesneaux are absent from this account, allowing Young to bypass histories made at particular points of intersection in which First and Third Worlds meet and white, black, brown, and yellow connect.
To be sure, Young's poststructuralist assault on History contains the kernel of challenge attractive to many who want to right the wrongs of a historiography rooted in racism. But it does so in ways that actually stifle the project of emancipation, suffocating it in an ideology of illusion. For the "West", as the site of capitalism's late twentieth-century power, is not, in any meaningful sense, in the throes of dissolution. Whatever the cultural reconstructions of postmodernity as a period of capitalist accumulation, "History" has hardly been displaced. Mere months after the publication of Young's words, the carnage of the Gulf War exposed the Achilles Heel of this kind of ideological trumpeting to the unequivocal and technologically superior blows of a "West" as bellicose and militantly militaristic as other, ostensibly long-buried capitalist social formations. Small wonder that Marxists such as Ellen Meiksins Wood, attentive to the history of capitalism, have thrown up their hands in despair at what poststructuralism as ideology has accomplished in a few short years. "At the very moment when the world is coming ever more within the totalizing logic of capitalism and its homogenizing impulses, at the very moment when we have the greatest need for conceptual tools to apprehend that global totality," protests Wood, "the fashionable intellectual trends, from historical 'revisionism' to cultural 'post-modernism', are carving up the world into fragments of 'difference'." of subjectivity and the self, of identities not reducible to class, of representation and discourse, of the problematic ambivalence of "knowledge" canonized within particular social formations where thought and power are not unrelated -all of which poststructuralism alerts us to even as it overdetermines analysis of this terrain off of its material referents -need not be denigrated by Marxists. Indeed, it is possible to actually explore specific texts of historical materialism to make the point that attention to discourse, even to the point of materializing it and exploring its role in determination, is not necessarily foreign to the Marxist project.
IN DEFENCE OF MARXIST HISTORIOGRAPHY
Moreover, neither structuralism nor poststructuralism, as theory, have produced actual histories of substance and sensitivity. Whatever the merits of the Richard Johnson-led Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies forays into making histories, the fundamental gulf dividing this collective project of histonographic critique and the actual histories produced out of the insights of such critical readings is both wide and obvious. 26 Second, in the absence of "Theory writing better history", it is important to restate the fundamental contribution of the English Marxist historians -especially the 1950s, 1960s, and 1970s writings of Hill, Hobsbawm, Hilton, and Thompson -and to point to the impact of historical materialism in generating reconsiderations of such central matters as the transition from feudalism to capitalism. 27 Far from refusing theory, this historical writing is poised at the fruitful conjuncture of conceptualization and empirical explorations of the admittedly problematic evidence generated out of the past, a practice that demands the integration of structure and agency, being and consciousness, past and present, subject and interpretation, and the self-reflective elaboration of the relationships among these linked processes.
There was a time when these histories were recognized as contributions to historiography and theory, as one proof of historical materialism's richness. Over the course of the 1980s, however, that contribution and richness have been repeatedly questioned. Poststructuralism as ideology in the guise of theory has been persistent in its challenge to Marxist historiography, but precisely because it rarely deals with actual historical texts, preferring instead a theoretical gloss on what theorists have said of history, or rather glib characterizations of specific historiographic traditions, entirely in line with its own penchant for conceptual absolutism, this has not proven a particularly destructive critique. More destabilizing have been those who have chosen to jump the ship of historical materialism. For if poststructuralist theorists have exhibited markedly little actual engagement with either the content of the past or its interpretation by practising historians, there have been those within the range of historical materialism's practice who have gravitated toward the determinations of discourse and representation and, in the process, struck specific blows at the validity of Marxist historiography.
It is virtually mandatory to begin the dissection of this process with Gareth Stedman Jones's reconsideration of Chartism and his brief introductory remarks to the collection of essays, Languages of Class, which gave that article an appropriate home.
28 1 will indeed commence with this text, but in doing so suggest that it has achieved the status of an unwarranted, albeit negative, canon: undertheorized, ahistorical in its decontextualization of Chartism, and rather old-fashioned in its reduction of discourse to the published accounts of the labour press (a kind of nostalgic return to the syllabus of "Political Thought", as Dorothy Thompson has noted), "Rethinking Chartism" and the injunctions of the Stedman Jones introduction have achieved a certain notoriety precisely because they signalled the acceptability of a retreat from historical materialism premised not on the reasoned labours of theory and research, but on assertion congruent with the ideology of the times.
Stedman Jones laid great stress on the ways in which a language of eighteenth-century radicalism overdetermined the struggles of the 1830s and 1840s to the point that they were less about what materialist histories said they meant, class conflict embedded in the socio-economic transformations associated with the Industrial Revolution, and more about the continuity in populist discontent with the state, expressed in a particular discourse. This was an insightful, but extremely limited, reading of Chartist rhetoric; it by no means established the autonomy of language and its overshadowing of class experience asserted aggressively by Stedman Jones. As literally a score of materialist critiques of "Rethinking Chartism" establish, the history of English class relations and conflicts in the third quarter of the nineteenth century is not one in which class formation and language, economics and politics, mobilization and programme, challenge and cultural continuity can be so neatly categorized and dichotomized. The Stedman Jones essay thus introduces us to the ways in which historical materialism has been undermined from within its own ranks. But in this introduction two points must be made, before moving on to consider a more substantive statement on the reconsideration of class as it is made materially and historically.
First, Stedman Jones's article, with its revisionist tilt away from the traditional orthodox materialist reading of Chartist experience, registered such a profound impact among social historians precisely because it came from an author long recognized as a Marxist historian with an acute sense of theory. But what was missed within an appreciation of Stedman Jones's Marxist credentials was the extent to which his Marxist theory had long been a captive of the aestheticism of "Western Marxism", a process of political and intellectual formation that moved Stedman Jones easily in the direction of poststructuralism's ideological framing of ideology. 30 Signs of this could be seen, not only in Stedman Jones's explicit theoretical statements, but also in his more resolutely historical examination of class relations in Victorian society.
31 By the time of the writing of the Chartist essay, this trajectory had run its course in a series of blunt statements that demanded nothing less than a reconsideration, not so much of Chartism, but of Marxist method and theory. Insisting implicitly on a transhistorical conception of class consciousness as the programmatic direction of "a class for itself, "Rethinking Chartism" proclaims the non-existence of this programme in the published statements of the labour press of the 1830s and 1840s. Stedman Jones was now convinced of "the impossibility of abstracting experience from the language which structures its articula- tion". His aestheticism was voiced in his insistence that it was the terms and propositions within language that demanded systematic exploration, rather than "a putative experiential reality of which they were assumed to be the expression". On this "contemporary intellectual terrain", claimed Stedman Jones, history must renew itself. And this renewal, of course, was to stand in opposition to "economic determinism" and "mechanical Marxism", and to proceed on the basis of the "broader significance" of post-Saussurian linguistic analysis and its implicit critique of any assumed causal relationship between being and consciousness. 32 As the materialist response to Stedman Jones pointed out with some regularity, this embrace of Saussure and the resulting linguistic turn were made abruptly and with little in the way of developed theoretical elaboration or justification. "Deconstructing" Stedman Jones, however, suggests the possibility of reading his revisionism in interesting ways. For there lies between the lines of "Rethinking Chartism", not unlike a Derridean "trace", the high structuralism of the Stedman Jones of the 1960s and 1970s: ordering each layer of the argument advanced is an idealized understanding of class consciousness that the actual socio-economic and historical relations of the Chartist moment ensured would never become a practical and mass possibility. It is understandable that given the continuing, if deteriorating, hold of merchant capital, outwork, and sweated metropolitan and country forms of petty production, many segments of the labouring poor would see their plight not in terms of a Marxist grasp of the way surplus value was extracted from them, and therefore of the need for a new proletarian order whose origins inevitably lay not in challenging government corruption but in overturning the state as a central foundation of capitalist power, but as the inadequacy of the price their product commanded and the place of a parasitic political caste in perpetuating such a political economy of inequality. An historical analysis of the economic context, acknowledging national patterns and local divergences, might well suggest, ironically, the lack of materialist justification for insisting that an incompletely formed working class speak in the words and meaning of a Marxist kind of class consciousness that was not quite yet firmly placed on the contextualized agenda of class struggle. This does not mean, of course, as Stedman Jones claims, that language determines political being, but that material life sets the boundaries within which language and politics develop. Nor does it understate the importance of the state, which must be granted its relative autonomy at the same time as it is located in relation to the development of the economy. But this is not the lesson that Stedman Jones's revisionism draws out of the experience of Chartism. Instead, he stands simultaneously the ground of denial of Peter and the terrain of dichotomization of Solomon: "Attention to the language of Chartism suggests that its rise and fall is to be related in the first instance not to move-ments in the economy, divisions in the movement, or an immature class consciousness, but to the changing character and policies of the state -the principal enemy upon whose actions radicals had always found that their credibility depended."
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What such a conclusion suggests is that class is immaterial where a fully elaborated class consciousness cannot be unambiguously located. The elevation of the state to the status of prime determinant, as opposed to the exploitative and oppressive relations of a class order that conditions a particular kind of state apparatus and practice, thus moves Stedman Jones into a particular politics of resistance. Or, perhaps, it is the other way around: a political reading of the contemporary moment may well be conditioning a specific interpretation of Chartism's meaning. For the second point that needs to be made in regarding Stedman Jones as an introduction to the current displacement of historical materialism is more crudely political. In response to the many replies to the "Rethinking Chartism" essay, all of which call for more theoretical clarity, Stedman Jones has offered not a single line of elaboration. Rather, it would seem that the justification for Stedman Jones of the retreat from historical materialism and class as one of its major conceptual foundations is the politics of the moment. Against Thatcherism, he proposed taking the Labour Party out of its antiquated class politics and forging a genuine popular front of all progressives. 34 Against the "crisis of communism", Stedman Jones proposes the failure of the political language of "marxism-leninism", now at "the end of the road, both in word and deed". 35 It is hard to read political writings such as these and not be struck with the extent that being does determine consciousness, that in a political moment of profoundly anti-Marxist tenor, the conscious identification with Marxism fades and falters within a layer of intellectuals who see little to be gained from staying with a ship that fashion and fatalism have seemingly sunk.
The assumptions and direction of Stedman Jones have recently been developed in a more sustained effort to comment on industrial England and the question of class in the period 1840-1914. Patrick Joyce's recently published Visions of the People is a lengthy essay that oscillates between historiographic critique and synthetic statement. Drawing far less on original research than on Joyce's reading of journal literature and published monographs, the text ranges across the cultural landscape of nineteenthcentury England, exploring the moral and organizational discourses of labour, the significant place of custom, symbolism, and language (as dialect and sense of the past), and the ways in which mass entertainmentcentred in the music hall, the broadside ballad, and the popular theatre -orchestrated specific understandings of collective experience. Much of what Joyce has to say is welcome and useful. What is at issue here is his insistence that the history of these years constantly returns to repudiations of class and, in place of this seemingly simple economistic and conflictual identity, the presence of a populist sense of "them" and "us" that is both more discursive and less constricting than the usual Marxist-imposed conceptual edifice.
At the foundation of this historical materialist project Joyce finds nothing less than "the tarnished idol of class". What Joyce means by this, like Stedman Jones, is actually not class as a structural relationship to the means of production, a relationship into which men and women are born and, with time, enter into through their subsistence activities, but rather class consciousness. Visions of the People turns on a ubiquitous insistence that "the consciousness of a class and the consciousness of class" are not always the same thing, as if any Marxist ever said they were. The language of labour just "did not add up to 'class consciousness"'. Because the English proletariat did not embrace a language of unadulterated class consciousness, a dialect of Marxism, Joyce wants to move historians away from class: "The notion of 'languages of class' carries great dangers." But inasmuch as there is a constant refrain throughout the period of industrialcapitalist consolidation of class difference, Joyce cannot quite bring himself to jettison the term class. Instead, he undercuts it on virtually every page, only to bring it in as a kind of obscured image, conceptually overshadowed by the somehow more robust rhetoric of populism: "Rich and poor, the people and the ruling class, were the dominant elements, rather than considerations of class." In this curious sentence the problematic fence-sitting and conceptual overdrive of the Joyce volume are summed up in two lines: a language of populism overrides not only instances of class consciousness, but class as a structural relation to production; and it does so in ways as tyranically totalizing and "essentialist" as those now uniformly associated with the use of the concept of class. Populism is such a useful interpretive container because anything can be poured into it, while so much else can be shut out by arbitrary adjustment of the lid. This kind of analytic latitude proves particularly useful to an account that cannot escape class even as it is immersing the reader in a narrative of denial. How is it possible for an historian such as Joyce to speak of "the ruling class" and yet insist that "considerations of class" were subdued?
36
Without seeming to know it, Joyce has offered a fascinating exploration of the multi-faceted construction of an ideology obscuring class all the more effectively because it resonates with class divisions, accepts the inevitable recognition of class difference, but masks the actualities of class power, commenting on how this ideology was also internalized and prop- agated by the working class itself. Joyce then confirms this ideology as "real", taking the failure of the working class to identify the economic bedrock of class relations and consciousness as proof that notions of station, nation, and honour were somehow separate and dichotomized from class and more resilient as sources of identification. Small wonder that Joyce introduces his book with the statement that "The vested interest workers and employers have in co-operation is at least as great as any tendency toward conflict", or that he insists that "The stuff of class was the stuff of deference."
37 Inspired by the recent work of William Reddy, who has been at pains to banish class from the vocabulary of historical scholarship, Joyce paints the experience of workplace tension as driven by superstructural engines somehow severed from the base of crude economic relations: "Industrial conflicts were about mastership and authority, respect and honour, as much as they were about material considerations." With labour's values and language cast in conceptions of justice and honest remuneration, Joyce expresses the view that "little or no sense of labour and capital as the basic social dichotomies" existed in Victorian England, where "moral and not economic realms" were looked to by the people as decisive, ensuring that "an explicitly class vocabulary is notable by its absence".
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Typical of most poststructuralist histories that retreat from class, Visions of the People commences with an assertive, unquestioning embrace of the ideology of postmodernism, replete with the mandatory dismissals and caricatures: there is no need to "retain the fig-leaf of Marxist decencies"; and the supposedly Marxist preoccupation with "'struggle' as the defining mark of class" is jettisoned (no matter that this is not universally the point of departure in a Marxist appreciation of class origins, but rather the inevitable outcome of social relations ordered by the logic of exploitation, accumulation, and alienation). Joyce commences with the blunt statement that received wisdom (Marxist?) "has in fact become a dead weight", and in joining the ranks of those attacking the inappropriate and inadequate concept of class he has produced a book that is "at least in part . . . a product of its post-structuralist times". Not conflict and class, but "extraproletarian identifications such as those of 'people' and 'nation' are involved . . . notions combining social justice and social reconciliation". "The accent on social concord and human fellowship is very strong", con- eludes Joyce, in an echo of the German true socialism of the 1840s. Joyce's poststructuralism is thus simultaneously ideological and undertheorized. Deconstruction means little more than acknowledgement of the proliferating identities of people, poststructuralism a "theoretical" gesture to the determinations of language. And with this kind of substantive skirting of the conceptual foundations of his study, Joyce is able to lapse into the very problematic oppositions that his own proclaimed "theory" would question. Class consciousness is cast in oppositional ultimatism to class; economy and morality are dichotomized; populism, as an expansive politics of rhetoric and identity, replaces the more rigidly closed Marxist understanding of class, which has contained both too much and too little. Joyce concedes that populism as such an all-embracing interpretive concept is "too baggy but that it is a necessary and useful heuristic device" (unlike, apparently, class).
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The result is a book that tells us a great deal, mystifies those findings unnecessarily, and loses its moorings in a tendency to scrutinize class for evidence of a fully forced class consciousness at the same time that populism is recognized to clasp a part of class (in differential social structural terms that translate into values and world views as likely to be fatalistic as conflictual) within its reach while closing its fist against expressions of anything approximating its conscious realization. What could have been an important statement about the making of class as a presence in an English society characterized by the partial and problematic non-making of class consciousness withdraws into textual and analytic waffling in which class is acknowledged at the same time as it is displaced in the accentuation of rhetoric and representation, which hover above material structures of power, authority, and dominance. As befits an historian obviously adrift in the complex maze of ideology and structure, consciousness and being, Joyce offers up a grand statement nullifying class that can, nevertheless, only conclude on a note of postured balance: "Class continued to be only one of the many ways in which the social order was envisaged, though in the integrity of the self-created traditions of the nineteenth-century labouring poor one can unmistakably detect more than the semblance of a class talking, if not of class talk." 40 Much historical writing influenced by poststructuralist thought thus assimilates a kind of instinctual anti-Marxism that, not surprisingly, understates class in a perfunctory defiance of "economism" that results in little more than a reified representationalism. Stedman Jones and Joyce can well stand as surrogates for two distinct paths converging, in the 1980s and 1990s, on this intellectual end.
The first path is travelled by those Marxists once sympathetic to structuralist critiques of so-called Thompsonian socialist-humanist historiography.
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Evident in the case of Stedman Jones, this trajectory can also be discerned in the movement of other historians away from the classificatory scholasticism of the 1970s, usually associated with one or another European Marxist "theorist", toward the new-found explanatory power of language, discourse, subjectivity, and identity, little of which is acknowledged to be embedded in material relations. Ironically enough, historians who have walked this path of analytic development often commenced their journey decidedly hostile to "culturalism", but now find themselves standing the terrain of culture far more self-assuredly and uncritically than did Thompson or his supposed followers. 41 The second path, of which Joyce is a prime example, encompasses those historians who were never all that much at home within Marxist analysis, 41 and who have found in the celebration of discursive identities a theoretical rationale for their uncomfortableness with class not available to them as little as ten years ago. This process culminates in a loosening of the materialist moorings which bound fruitfully most social history of the 1970s. Joyce's first book, for instance, was a sustained critical engagement with the notion of the labour aristocracy, a term that Marxist historians developed through studies that advanced our understanding of class experience conceptually and empirically. With Visions of the People, however, this need to relate to a particular historiography is quietly deflated: "The labour aristocrat so beloved of recent historiography was rather more a rhetorical than an economic construct."
Sec
42 When entire layers of workingclass life can be reduced to the rhetorical, social history enters a particular kind of free-fall, propelled, quite often, by the ideological whirlwind of postmodernity. This is evident in what is perhaps the most sustained and serious historiographic breakthrough of the last two decades. Feminist history, pivoting on gender relations (and admittedly highly variegated) is simultaneously Marxism's most serious challenge and social history's greatest advance. Not surprisingly, it registers its most profound impact in terms of our understanding of class. Nowhere in the historiography, moreover, has poststructuralist thought made comparable inroads, and postmodernist feminist theory and historical writing is now metaphorically crossreferenced. through ensuring that, "Our reading of Marx and our understanding of class differentiation will never again be the same." 44 Whatever the merits of Scott's essays, they most emphatically do not contain a sophisticated interrogation of Marx and Marxist historiography or theory. Marxism is in fact caricatured in the pages of Scott's book, described as "a fixed set of definitional categories that must be applied to historical events in the same way every time". Engels's Origins of the Family is dismissed in a few lines and the only direct quote from Marx appears in a footnote and relates to the relationship of prostitution as the commodification of sexuality and the commodification of labour power. Scott misunderstands the work of Juliet Mitchell and assumes that her defence of the psychoanalytic tradition must somehow be dichotomized from materialist analyses of gender when in fact Mitchell's work is a sustained effort to explore the materiality of the unconscious. 45 To appreciate the impact of Scott, then, it is necessary to look in directions other than those that relate to a substantial appreciation of Marxism.
Scott's appeal lies in her timely elaboration of gender as a useful category of historical analysis. She provided a summary of the literatures and positions consolidating around gender at precisely the moment that historians were in need of moving beyond narrative stories of women's involvement in history. The very necessity of those stories testified to the process of exclusion that was characteristic of historical practice throughout most of the twentieth century. In doing this, Scott provided no fundamental theoretical restructuring of women's experience or gender relations, but summarized the developments within social history and feminist theory up to the early 1980s. Politically, Scott lent this project her professional reputation, detailing as well the experience of women in the American University. These narrations of a process of silencing and the attempt to break out of it with written histories and concrete involvement in the academic job market were, however, presented alongside of a parallel commitment to poststructuralism as a theoretical agenda that would empower women through its capacity to address discursive identities long suffocated under the weight of patriarchal power. Scott grasped poststructuralism, especially Derridean deconstruction and Foucauldian approaches to knowledge as power, as keys capable of unlocking a closed historiographic door. To make her point she took to task Thompson's Making and its gendered -masculinized -notion of class.
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The result is not so much a powerful indictment of Thompson's text as it is an indication of how poststructuralism, in the hands of those paying lipservicc to its premises, can simply provide theoretical window-dressing for projects that have no need for it or, worse, collapse inward in a politics of dubious character. Thus Scott has some useful things to say concerning the ways in which class was metaphorically gendered in the language of Jacobinism, just as she explores with sensitivity the extent to which statistical representations of work in nineteenth-century Paris constructed the meaning of labour in gendered ways. As insightful as these and other points are they hardly require the theoretical foundation of poststructuralism to shore them up. What does get erected on that foundation, however, is a troublingly aestheticized politics. Historically this collapses into an oddly essentializing opposition, in which the fantastic prophet Joanna Southcott serves as an example of sexual difference, domesticity, and spirituality, while Mary Wollstonecraft and others are in Scott's terms little more than "fitting partners for Radical men", their secular, combative, and rational make-up being only a cosmetic politics of accommodation.
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This fixation on sexual difference as the pivot of politics translates into Scott's insistence that women struggling in the courts to fight inequality and wage discrimination would do well to arm themselves with the works of Derrida and Foucault. This aestheticization of politics in the name of a poststructuralist understanding of gender has led one commentator to remark: "It defies common sense to think that a fully articulated deconstructive position, presented in the language of academic theory, would ever persuade a reactionary judge to rule in favor of women claiming discrimination . . . The message seems clear: Cherchez lafemme and leave real women on the side."
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What the problematically undertheorized poststructuralism of Scott's work exposes is the tendency for a feminist analytic postmodernism to collapse inward on the very same troubling oppositions and essentialisms it supposedly decries. Adept at pointing to the tendency of particular social formations to construct women categorically, and then to extend that construction into widening spheres of power and authority, thus imposing gendered understandings on whole realms of seemingly "neutral" relations within civil and economic society, poststructuralist feminism has the decided tendency to stop the analytic exercise at this point, reifying the almost Weberian ideal typologies of women, and failing to explore the actual diversity of the history of gender relations. 49 In short, poststructuralist feminism, proclaiming the materiality of representation, denigrates the material as merely representational. Class, surely a social relationship and structural presence made as much historically and economically as it is forged in language, image, and rhetoric (however much these forces are indeed interrelated), inevitably gets shunted aside in explorations of the past resting theoretically on this feminist poststructuralism, or, as in the case of Joyce, the material meaning of class is constantly dodged in a project that can only be understood as analytic waffling.
Stedman Jones, Joyce, and Scott thus stand as particular signs of the times. They are representative of the extent to which a poststructuralism that situates itself in problematic ways to historical materialism and its understandings of class and ideology has insinuated itself into the project of interpreting the past. Marxists given to structuralist and aestheticized stands, social historians uncomfortable with the Marxist insistence on determination, and feminists of various kinds have all found something to embrace in the eclectically proliferating theoretical implosion of poststructuralism. Much of value has indeed come out of this project. Poststructurally inclined historians rightly stress the need for closer attention to language and representation, demand scrutiny of the unreflective construction of analytic categories within the master codes of dominant ideologies both past and present, and justifiably call for research into the discursive identities that surround the social space of class and consciousness. No Marxist should react in blind opposition to this kind of challenging expansion of the terrain of study and explanation.
But as the commentary on the above texts indicates, historical materialism is not incapable of addressing these issues. Indeed, it is apparent that only with Marxism's analytic insistence on material referentiality can the free-fall of poststructuralism into an ideological rationale of postmodernity's continuous, albeit agitated, connection to capitalist forms of exploitation and oppression be halted. Stedman Jones and Joyce, for instance, may well present important findings of the languages of class and its limitations, but it requires the hard labours of historical materialist theory and empirical research to explain just why it was that class consciousness could not break through the actual walls of political thought, dialect, sectional trade attachments, and the dialogues of music hall ballads and popular broadsides. The answers to the dilemmas of class as a process of consciousness lie not in divorcing the material place of labour from its conception of itself, as Stedman Jones and Joyce are prone to do, but rather in excavating that structure of being better to understand and materialize the structure of feeling that at times accompanied it, at other times seemed strikingly out of step. 50 That their project rejects this balance is a product of the politics of postmodernity, of disillusion and despair, on the one hand, and of proud anti-Marxist defiance, now finally legitimated by "theory", on the other. This, too, is central to feminism's varied responses of rejection of the Marxist project. But feminist theory and historical writing also needs, desperately so, the checks of historical materialism if it is to work its way 50 This I take to have been the project of Raymond Williams. For an introduction sec his through the fundamental dilemmas of its own making. 51 For as the range of poststructurally informed writing on class and gender suggests, feminist histories that take the ideological cues of the postmodern age as a theoretical guide find themselves at best waffling on the question of class and, at their worst, caught up in the massive contradiction of repudiating the essentializing category woman at the same time that they reproduce it in their pages, denying the concrete validity and meaning of binary oppositions as they are embedded in Western thought only to recast them as lived experience.
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There are those feminist theorists who are resisting this movement, at the related levels of theory, interpretation, and politics.
53 But the drift of the last decade has not been in this direction. MicheMe Barrett's introduction to the 1988 edition of Women's Oppression Today captures the trajectory of feminist theory over the course of the 1980s. Once committed to Marxism and materialist analysis, the Barrett of the late 1980s is a captive of the ideological ensemble of poststmcturalist theoretical positions associated with the supposed political and cultural ruptures of postmodernity:
Post-modernism is not something that you can be for or against: the reiteration of old knowledges will not make it vanish. For it is a cultural climate as well as an intellectual position, a political reality as well as an academic fashion. The arguments of post-modernism already represent, I think, a key position around which feminist theoretical work in the future is likely to revolve . . . I want to add a word about the general philosophical climate of today in comparison with the one that informed the book's premises. Just as it would be impossible to write such a book without integrating a consideration of racism and ethnicity, so it would, I think, be impossible to write in such a confidently materialist vein. At the very least one would have to defend the assumptions made about epistemology, the concept of ideology, the purchase of Marxist materialism, and the definition of the subject. Thus there would have to be a consideration of whether, for example, Foucault's suspension of epistemology and substitution of "discourse" and "regimes of truth" for a theory of ideology was to be accepted or not. There would 31 The work of Juliet Mitchell is just such an attempt to take the valuable insights of feminist theory -such as attention to the subject and to the importance of the personal -and materialize them. Dut her early work on psychoanalysis remains anathema to many feminists con* vinccd that Freud is, simply put, the enemy; her later call to appreciate economic determination and limitation has been misconceived as retreat. Sec Juliet Mitchell, Psychoanalysis and Feminism: Freud, Reich, Laing, and Women (New York: Pantheon, 1974) ; "Reflections on Twenty Years of Feminism", in Juliet Mitchell and Ann Oakley, cd.. What is Feminism? (Oxford: Basil Blackwcll, 1986), pp. 34-49. 51 In "Feminism, Humanism, Postmodernism", in Troubled Pleasures, Kate Sopcr offers a way out of this dilemma, but it is not one embraced by many poststmcturalist feminist theorists or historians. For an approach of feminist literary theorists to the problem of csscntialism sec the volume of Tessera, 10 (Summer 1991), devoted to this issue. have to be a consideration of arguments, put forward by Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffc, that the substantive arguments of a Marxist analysis of capitalism must be superseded. There would have to be an engagement with the arguments that the theory of the subject embodied in the text was, whilst not the universal male identification of bourgeois ideology, nevertheless still a conception unacceptably tainted by a humanist perspective."
Passages such as this return us, but in new ways all the more threatening, to historical materialism, to the ground of "The Poverty of Theory".
THE IRONY OF IDEOLOGY
The Marxist literary critic Franco Moretti has insisted that a century of modernism has taught us that "irony, extraordinary cultural achievement though it is, has to recover some kind of problematic relationship with responsibility and decision -or else, it will have to surrender history altogether".
56 Edward Thompson said much the same thing decades earlier when he stressed the importance of the "consequences of consequences" and the need to understand the contradictory character of human development, in which "opposing tendencies and potentialities can interpenetrate within the same tradition". This he saw as "the stuff of history". 57 In this concluding section I want to address these questions of irony, responsibilty, and the consequences of consequences, not in order to apportion blame but to understand the ironic authority of poststructuralism as the ideology of postmodernity, especially as this pertains to the practice of historical materialism.
For it is my contention that the fundamental advances of historical materialist historiography were registered throughout the 1960s and 1970s, ironically, in ways that have filtered through the class defeats and disillusionments of our time, only to be refiltered, as a consequence of this separation of theory and practice, through the ideological prism of postmodernism in the 1980s and 1990s. The result is an ironic but understandable set of reversals, registered as "theory", but in fact comprehensiblein terms of a political project of changing the world as opposed to glorying in its ever more complex interpretive possibilities -as retreat. Tin's was not necessarily the fault of those historical materialists of an earlier genera- tion but was, instead, a "theoretical" end overdetermined by a series of necessary political refusals that failed, by and large, to be followed by positive political developments capable of generating the kind of practical Marxist endorsements that could relight the cooling embers of the theoretical fires of historical materialism. When these fires burned less brightly in the suffocating darkness of the political defeats of the late twentieth century, the epoch of postmodernity was there to be proclaimed as a new dawn, the ideology of poststructuralism raining down on them in a steady and dampening drizzle.
To understand this process it is necessary to return, once again, to Thompson's "Poverty of Theory", for it was this text that reiterated that the theoretical rupture within historical materialism that produced The Making of the English Working Class and a host of other important writings was, in its origins, a political rupture, symbolized by "1956", fiercely oppositional to Stalinism. It was in that moment of Marxist reassessment and realignment that Thompson and others, such as John Saville, articulated the need for a socialist humanism that would stand as stark contrast -theoretically and practically -to the moral nihilism, anti-intellectualism, and denial of the creative agency of human labour and the value of the individual that many claimed 1956 exposed as fundamental to Stalinism. Theoretically, Thompson translated this political break into a direct repudiation of the base/superstructure metaphor central to orthodox Marxism. He saw the crude determinism of this dichotomized coupling, with its ideological caricature of conscious human agency as nothing more than a reflection of men's social being, as a political rationale for Stalinism and a theoretical justification for historical materialist writing that reduced class formation to the equation of "so many factories+so many peasants driven from the land=the proletariat". 58 Concerned with the silences in Marx, and the subsequent reproduction and indeed legitimation of those silences in Marxist historiography, Thompson conceived of The Making of the English Working Class as an extension of Marxism, as a rehabilitation of "lost categories and a lost vocabulary", an attempt to find a voice for the "unarticulated assumptions and unrealized mediations" of an actual experience Marx too often bypassed in his engagement with the terrain and categories of bourgeois political economy. 59 Out of this rupture -simultaneously political and theoretical -Thompson offered his historical writings of the 1960s and 1970s, in which class formation was never simply collapsed into the formulae of economism but, rather, was lived out at the intersection of agency and structure as a web of determination that set the limits of what was possible, limits within which society and economy, culture and politics, developed and changed. Three points, however, need be remembered and placed alongside of the developing edifice of what has been called "socialist humanist history". 60 First, Thompson always conceived of the project of historical materialist histor/e? as a collective endeavour: growing out of the collaborations of the British Communist Party Historians Group, this project was never meant to produce all-encompassing texts; rather, it was comprised of different writings and, above all else, differing historical sensitivities and different tones of presentation, most especially those associated with a more closely economic argument. For Thompson, his own writings were always to be placed alongside those of others, such as Hill, Saville, Dorothy Thompson and, even, the one major historian who remained loyal to the Party after 1956, E. J. Hobsbawm. 61 Parallel to this grouping, Raymond Williams was increasingly to address theoretical issues central to Thompson's project, albeit in a language more congenial to orthodox Marxism. 62 Second, while unambiguously hostile to the notion of base/superstructure, Thompson never abandoned the notion of economic determination. In the last instance, as it were, he remained very much the materialist. "I hope", Thompson stated clearly in 1978, "that nothing I have written above has given rise to the notion that I suppose that the formation of class is independent of objective determinations, that class can be defined simply as a cultural formation."
63 Third, as this engagement with Marxist theory and historical materialism developed, a New Left Thompson had helped to initiate drifted increasingly in directions he deplored. In these years the aestheticization of British Marxism paved the way for the Althusserian structuralism he would later pillory in "The Poverty of Theory". Alongside the historical materialist advances of Marxism as history, Marxism as a political practice registered no corresponding victories, an interpretive point of agreement shared, interestingly, by both Thompson and Perry Anderson. 64 Some on the left saw this aestheticization rampant enough to decry the rise of "a coterie of marxist swots at the mercy of their own intellectual crazes, and prizing theory more as evidence of their own cleverness than for its possible relevance in the struggle for socialism". 65 Indeed, this kind of overly harsh dismissal of the trajectory of those Perry Anderson gathered around him at the new New Left Review, a journal Thompson, Saville, and others helped to found only to find themselves rather quickly displaced, had early been thrown in the face of Thompson himself by the Trotskyist Peter Fryer. Fryer, like Thompson, made his exit from the Community Party in 1956, but he refused to follow Thompson in his insistence that Stalinism was linked to Lenin's base/superstructure derived understanding of knowledge as a reflection of being. This comprised, for Fryer, "an assault on the philosophy of dialectical materialism" leading "into the swamp of subjectivism and solipsism".
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It is the ironic conclusion of this essay that while Fryer's assessment of Thompson was wrong and one-sided, it nevertheless speaks to the authority of poststructuralism as the ideology of the contemporary postmodernist moment. Lacking the disciplined connection to Marxism as a political practice that had, in good measure, constructed Thompson and others as dissident leftists, many historians who came to maturity in the New Left mobilizations of the 1960s and early 1970s experienced their leftism asa further irony -culture rather than as politics. Their staying power as leftists, as well as their discipline as Marxists, was in no way comparable to those of Thompson and his generation. As Thompson notes in "The Poverty of Theory", whatever the battles waged and remembrances of struggles past fondly recalled, "there has never been a generation of socialist intellectuals in the West with less experience of practical struggle, with less sense of the initiatives thrown up in mass movements, with less sense of what the intellectual can learn from men and women of practical experience, and the proper dues of humility which the intellect must owe to this". Any sense of current critical theory and Marxism thus commences, for Thompson, "with a de facto sociological and intellectual segregation of theory and practice". 67 This is, as the history of Western Marxism has shown for much of the twentieth century, a heavy burden to shoulder. Given the immense class defeats of what has been passed through of the last quarter of the twentieth century -from the implosion of the first workers' state to the bellicose 160 Bryan D. Palmer triumphalism of a reinvigorated American imperialism evident in the grotesquely one-sided waging of war in the Gulf to the New Right-orchestrated assault on Western trade unionism crippled by economic restructuringthis weight is made all the more onerous. In this political context many social historians have assimilated Thompson's message of the silences in Marx and in historical materialism, but they have done so on an entirely different political terrain. The result is that a two-sided engagement with Marxism, rooted in a passionate rupture from Stalinism that refused, categorically, to succumb to the capitulationist ideology -evident in the movement away from Communism of a previous generation associated with Koestler and "the God that failed" -of capitalism in its ascendant years of the mid-twentieth century, has become decidedly one-sided at the end of the century.
This one-sidedness has indeed taken on some of the character of, in Fryer's words of the late 1950s, a swamp of subjectivism and solipsism. Many social historians drawm, however cavalierly, to critical theory, deconstruct ion, and discourse have historically passed through a "Thompsonian" moment or continue to rationalize their repudiation of historical materialism and class through recourse to what they designate the insights of Thompsonian texts. This is no fault of Thompson himself, who did what he could with "The Poverty of Theory" to stem the tide of "idealist irrationalism" and, subsequently, has offered a Swiftian satire addressing pointedly the follies of the reification of language.
68 But the process exposes how a particular consequence of a specific political and theoretical motion can, in an entirely different milieu and in the hands of a markedly divergent appreciation of experience and its meanings, result in consequences that reverse direction and stall, if not stop, specific developments.
Evidence of this particular process among social historians is now abundant, surveyed through the pages of the History Workshop Journal by a Raphael Samuel who displays a curious apolitical resignation to what seems to him a kind of intellectual overdetermination. Refreshing in its range and idiosyncracies, Samuel's histonographic commentary concludes on a note strikingly congruent with the argument of the centrality of Thompson and the ruptures of 1956:
Discourse analysis, as practiced by the French post-Marxists and their latter-day American followers, is another way of writing about the social order. In the hands of Foucault himself, a wayward but inspired historian, posing as a theorist, it is a kind of Marxism without the economics. His "discursive formations" arc base and superstructure, theory and practice rolled into one . . . Foucault refuses the Marxist notion of ideology and distances himself from the idea of general theory . . . His "epistemes" evidently involve both a master signifier and a community of meanings; his "discursive formations" are by definition cultural wholes . . . The insistence on radical heterogeneity goes hand in hand with a considerable appetite for the identification of the generic; for the reconstitution of symbolic essences . . . and for the designation of transhistorical, or meta-historical forces.
Given the language of this passage one can be excused for mistaking its author for Hayden White, and substituting Thompson for Foucault. But that would err seriously, as Samuel well knows, for in Foucault "class [has] . . . been dismantled as a collective subject . . . its place taken by a whole series of unified categories which serve as the common currency of critical discourse". 69 With the refusal of this jettisoning of class we are back, once again, with "The Poverty of Theory".
The pages of History Workshop are as good a place as any to locate the historiographic fashion of the moment. On American campuses, writes Irving Howe, what we are witnessing today "is a strange mixture of American populist sentiment and French critical theorizing as they come together in behalf of 'changing the subject'". Reminiscent of Joyce's Visions of the People, Howe concludes: "The populism provides an underlying structure of feeling and the theorizing provides a dash of intellectual panache." As Bruce Robbins comments in an extension of Howe's claim, class is what has been lost in this subjectivist shuffle. 70 But as Howe (and Russell Jacoby) well know, the populist appeal to the oppressed (which takes the form of addressing the subject as it is constructed in racial and gendered forms, but not as a class collectivity) is divorced from any substantive engagement with an audience let alone a mass political base precisely because its predominantly poststructuralist theoretical moorings are nothing if not a seductively sticky barrier inhibiting a politics of engagement and change. 71 The ostensible, and much-proclaimed, end of Marxism is thus nothing more than a powerfully orchestrated ideological mobilization. Historical materialism has lost neither its power to interpret the past nor its relevance to the contemporary intellectual terrain. What has happened, and undeniably so, is something quite different. The current political context is one of profound malaise for a left lacking in roots in political struggles. Situated at the historic conjuncture of the disintegration of what remains, after three-quarters of a century of Stalinist degenerations and deformations, of the workers' states of the Soviet Union, Eastern Europe, Indo-China, and the so-called Third World, and the retreats of the labour movements of the capitalist West, this period presents a serious impediment to the project of extending the reach and purchase of historical materialism. These are not good times to be a Marxist.
Yet they are times when being a Marxist remains, arguably, of fundamental importance. For at no time in the history of the twentieth century has Marxism and the practice of historical materialism been on shakier ground; at no time has the threat to the practice of Marxism -political and theoretical -been so great. Marxist social historians will play, at best, a small role in the revival of a genuinely proletarian politics. But even a small role, in these times, is well worth playing. It will not be played, however, by adapting to the ideological climate of the moment. Historical materialism, as the post-1956 texts of Marxist historiography revealed, can indeed address silences in Marx's writing, but only if the audible accomplishments of Marx and subsequent Marxists remain. Poststructuralism is too often a reification of such silences, a reading of history and politics that throws these silences into the arena of interpretation and action the better to create a deafening din drowning out the voice of Marxism, the analytic sentences of historical materialism, the presence and capacity of class to speak. To keep the practice of historical materialism alive, to refuse to succumb to the current wave of subjectivism, but rather to reassert the necessity of historicizing and materializing both our analysis and activity as Marxists, will be no mean achievement in the years to come. Doing this cannot help but contribute, in however limited ways, to the revival of a mass class politics of resistance that is the only force capable of turning back the destructive tides evident in both the intellectual and economic histories of our time.
